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World War II had heroes and it had villains, but most of all it had
victims and survivors. A young girl, Amelia, meets a Russian
soldier in a root cellar. The soldier has one thing in mind and is
in the act of raping her when a German teen shoots him down.
He doesn’t want to take the girl with him, but she reminds him
of his little sister and he can’t leave her behind. They meet a
group of refugees and together they make a journey to the coast,
attempting to find passage to a place away from the atrocities
and the advancing Russian army. They succeed, through loss and
heartache, in securing passage aboard a luxury vessel built to
hold 1400 guests. The final count is over 10,000 refugees and
military aboard. They are only 25 minutes into the voyage when
three torpedoes hit and the vessel begins to sink. In the final
scramble, Amelia, Florian, Johanna, Klaus, a new baby, and Albert
survive the vessel’s demise. But only Florian, Johanna, Klaus and
the baby will make a new life for themselves in America after the
war.
This book is hard to read. There is so much brutality, sharply
contrasted by the kindness shown by strangers. The Gustav, upon
which the characters embark, is the greatest maritime disaster of
all time. It is not widely known, possibly because it was German.
The reality of the events and the danger bring home to the reader
how devastating war can be to the innocent young trapped by
circumstance in a battle to survive. The most valiant soldier in the
fight to live is little Amelia. Impregnated by a previous rape, her
desire to survive and to ensure the survival of her hero, Florian, is
inspiring--even though she succumbs to hypothermia in the end.
She is the one who finds peace. The others continue the fight to
survive. Her baby daughter is the final voice and she gives a very
satisfying end to the story. This book is a must read for every
student of history, war, and survival. This book is a lesson in every
aspect of humanity.
*Contains severe violence and moderate sexual content.
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